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Pattinathar: A Selection 


translated by Dr M.D. Jayabalan, M.A.,Ph.D. 
Revised edition, Nov.2005 


Epithalamium 


You'd tell tongue-blasting lies, and earn 
earn a lot of wealth and money, 
wed some ungainly woman 
beget children as many 
as flying ants that off anthills 
spring incessantly. 

You wouldn’t know how to bring them up 
nor would you give them up. 
You’re caught in the world of illusion 
to suffer misery 
like the monkey which let down its leg 
in half-split-open wood 
and plucked the wedge that kept the split, you’re 
caught, indeed, for e’er. 


Occasion of the poem: It was sung at someone’s wedding to which 
Pattinathar was invited to bless. 


Poems on the cause of Renunciation 


Was it to make me renounce my Wife-and- cause-of- 
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Lust that Lord Shiva appeared* and 
handed her a needle,** carefully 
banded in a piece of silk, torn afresh. 2 


e It is believed that Marudavanan , adopted son of Pattinathar was an 
incarnation of Lord Shiva. 

** The young son gave his mother a box containing a broken needle and a 

palm-leaf with the conundrum that even an eyeless needle would not 

accompany one when he dies. He then simply disappeared. 


Of what avail are wily women’s breasts and coition 
or wealth to the man confronting death? Was it to 
stay me in the path of the Flawless King* he did 

lay in my hands the needle lacking eye? 3 


* Lord Shiva 


Salute His feet that rose at Annamalai 
To settle divine dispute.* 
What’s the use of hoarding wealth, 
Hiding treasure under the earth, 
while not even an eyeless needle goes 
with you on your last journey.** 4 


e = At Thiruvannamalai, Lord Vishnu and Lord Brahma had a dispute over the greatness 
of each; one sought to touch the top and the other the feet of Lord Shiva who stood 
before them like a stupendous Jyothi (flame) to settle their dispute. Neither could 
accomplish what they attempted, and Shiva proved himself greater than the others. 


** Final funeral procession and life beyond. 


Did you not heed the core of Vedic teachings: 

“Rid yourself of the love of land and women?” 

When by your virtue Truth shines like the sun and moon 
e’en an eyeless needle won’t go with youin theend. 5 


DIRGES ON HIS MOTHER BEFORE CREMATION 


When* can I ever see my mother who for 

Ten months bore me in pain; and when told a 
Son was born, did warmly take me in her arms 
And suckle me in love? 


This watermark does not appear in the registered version - http://www.clicktoconvert.com 


e Hindus, like Jains and Buddhists, believe in a cycle of rebirth. Pattinathar wonders 
In which of the future births he should see his mother again. 


Could I set fire to my mother on the pyre, 

Who in penitence prayed Lord Shiva 

Through night and day for three-cent days 

And bore me in her growing womb? 7 


Could I put my mother on a wooden pyre and set fire? 
She who caressed me in cradle and cloth-swing 

and carried me on her shoulder and bosom 

and nestled me close under feathery wings. 8 


Could I burn my mother’s self that once 

Did painfully bear, deliver, and painlessly 
Suckle, rear and in hr gentle hands 

Buckle me in ever-loving care? 9 


Should I rather sprinkle rice* 
on the mouth that called me 
Honey, Amrith, Treasure-King, 
than delight to give her riches? 10 


e It refers to the practice of sprinkling rice on the mouth of the dead, symbolic of feeding, before 
burial or cremation (both modes of disposal of the dead are common among Hindus. Strangely 
enough two of the quatrains in this selection Nos.29 and 46 refer to a mode of disposal which 
requires the body to be left exposed for the animals and birds to eat of it. This practice perhaps 
refers to Zorastrians’ practice). Sometimes the affluent would even sprinkle grains of gold. 


How could I place the burning wood* 
Ungratefully on my mother’s head? 
Is it nice to sprinkle rice 
On the mouth that gently kissed 
Pressing face of face, and called me 
“Oh, my dear son?” 11 


e It is the privilege of the eldest son to cremate the mother. 


The triple-eyed* burned the Tripartite cities** 
Maruthi fanned the flames at Sri Lanka*** 
Mother’s demise consumes all my entrails 

May the flames I set consume and burn away. 12 


e Lord Shiva is reputed to have a third eye on the forehead between the brows, 
capable of burning persons and things when provoked. 


** — Lord Shiva burned the three cities of Rakshasas, and relieved the Host of Heaven 
from troubles. 
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** Hanuman, a devotee of Rama, set Sri Lanka ablaze, when he went in search of Sita, 
Rama’s consort, kept in captivity by Ravana. 


Alas, it burns in flames; and 
Burning, becomes all ash and dust. A sinner I am!* 
Oh, it burns; the hand that cared for me 
And shooed away the bird that flew 
Overhead in the sky** 13 


e —_ Pattinathar calls himself a sinner. 

e The allusion is to the belief among women that the shadow of a bird in flight, falling 
on a baby portends evil. Therefore, while sitting outdoors with their babies, mothers 
usually pluck a piece of palm-leaf from the roof of the hut, and fix it with a little 
saliva, on the forehead of the babies, or simply put it on the crown of their head, 
symbolically meaning that the babies are under a roof. 

[ The last line of the translation has been slightly altered from the first tr.] 


Oh, Lord Shiva! 


Has she now turned to ashes, 
Has she now reached your feet; 
She who always meditated you 
And got me as her son; 


Has she after all forgotten me? 14 


INVITATION TO SECOND DAY’S CEREMONY 
Speak not in fond remembrance: 
Mother sat here; was in the street; 
Yesterday, but here; 
Today, ashes mere. 
Seek not the cause , 
It’s all the will of Shiva. 


Come ye all to sprinkle milk.* 15 


e Custom has it that on the second day following cremation or burial, milk be 
sprinkled on the ashes or at the site with a view to appeasing the dead. 


Dames not permanent; children and hard-yearned 

Fame not permanent; pelf, place, relation 

None is permanent - except the feet of 

Kanchi Ekamban that stand permanently.* 16 


e Ekamban is the combination of two words: ‘ek’ + ‘aam’ , meaning one mango tree 
under which he appeared before Kamakshi,( who did penance worshipping the lord 
with the linga image made of sand}, and made her his consort, after a period of 
separation. 

[ This and the next three poems are taken from Thiruvekamba maalai .] 
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How can I trust the woman, Ekamba, 

Who moves the hand of the sleeping spouse? 

Steals out and stays awake with her paramour, and 
Sneaks back home to sleep by him once more? * 17 


e The poem does not reflect on the poet’s personal life. It is addressed in general to 
immoral women. 


Why did you Lord Ekamba let live those who 

by filling their bellies with six-fold tasty food 

would swell their stomachs like stacks of cotton, but 

would not lovingly feed the sanyasins? 18 


Mater how many how many mothers? 

Pater how many how many fathers? 

Later how many how many partners? 

Kinder how many how many children? 

Ere this how many how many were my births? 

Utter fool I am, little do I know 

Yet in store how many, many more births? 

What can I do Lord of Kanchi, Ekamba ? 19 


POEMS ON MORE GENERAL THEMES 


Life and riches cease indoors; loving 

wife comes crying upto the road; sobbing 

sons come upto cremation site; the only 

ones that come beyond are virtues and your sins.* 20 


* Indian religions, in general, accept the law of Karma, which accounts for rebirth, 
sufferings and joys of this birth as determined by the meritorious or sinful deeds of men 
in their previous birth. 


Loin cloth for dress; and pial to sleep on; 

plain water to drink; and betal nut for food; 

the Name of the Lord on Bull,*for company, what if 

the horns of the moon rise north or fall south?** 21 


* In the Hindu pantheon, each God has his vehicle - either a bird or an animal. 
Lord Shiva rides on a bull. 

**The inclination of the horns of the crescent (in certain months) was considered a 
portent of or depravity of a nation's future. The nations in the direction of the 
raised horn were believed to prosper. 
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[The poem must have been occasioned by such a scene when the poet witnessed 
people keenly observing the moon.] 


Hands do something; eyes seek some thing; mind's 
elsewhere; 
bland lies speaks my wily tongue; stinking flesh seeks 
something; 
ears crave something. It is thus I do my pooja. Sa- 
viour how would you accept my offerings? 22 


Pus, blood and dirty water 

gush, when she's without clothes. 

Not potion is there to stop fond men from 

going night and day to the vagina, 

through which day in and day out 

ants and flies go in and come out. 23 


There's a rag to keep off wintry wind; 

there's food in every house if it daily hungers; 

strumpets in streets will quench your lust;* 

why then are you so depressed and woe-be-gone? 24 


* Pattinathar seems to connive at an occasional urge for sex in ascetics. 


Believe in one, believe in God; remember all wealth 

will leave one soon; look on the face of hungry folk; 

trust good deeds and friendship good; be 

just; content with your lot. O heart 'tis my advice to you!25 


Be thoughtful of your Guru's feet, and trust; 

deem the acts of the foul body a puppet-show; 

regard all relations as mob at market-place; 

and life as the flow of water from inverted bowl. 

Oh, heart, this is my advice to you! 26 


Naught there is that I can do; oh God I've learnt 

aught is the act of your divine will. 

Since this birth, no evils have I done. Do the 

sins of my earlier births wreak their vengeance now? 27 


Occasion of this poem: While travelling in north, once Pattinathar was mistaken for a 
thief, and the King of Ujjain sentenced him to be impaled on a sharp wooden pole. The 
poet 

stood perplexed and sang this poem in dejection, and the pole of is said to have caught 
fire. The King grew penitent and became his disciple. He was later known as Bhadragiri, 
whose poems bear the title Meignanap pulambal (The wail of Wisdom) 
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Renounced the world; sought not good nor bad, broke 
ties with impassioned-men; 
rested in calm, unruffled by pain or pleasure; 
would suffer not to forgo Truth; would listen to no man's 
lecture; since 
God who stands above the reach of Vedas has come 
to live in me! 28 


Flame claims It's mine; worm claims It's main; earth 

claims It's mine; vulture claims It's mine; fox claims It's 
mine: 

low-bred dog claims It's mine. What use is it to me who 

so lovingly reared this stinking rotten flesh? 29 


Spurned me my mother as a corpse; women who received gold 
Turned me out of doors; sons, after coming round the corpse 
Did break the pot.* I have no hold, but a 

Bid to make for your grace, oh Lord! 30 


* Hindu funeral rites include the practice of the bereaved son, carrying an earthen pot full 
of water, walking round the pyre three times and finally breaking the pot at the head of 
the dead. At the end of every round some one would throw a stone at the pot and make a 
hole in it to let the water run out. 


Eight-fold directions with angles sixteen in between, 

Right here, there and ev’ry where ov’erwhelms the Flaming 

Spirit 

Fools roll it and hold it * --not in hearts—but in their armpits 

Call they Bright Day darkest of nights; illusioned men are they 
31 


e The omnipresent God cannot be contained in scriptures which were used to be 
written in palm-leaves, held tight between wooden planks with tight strings 


Mouth stinks of spit; knotted hair stinks of dirt; painted eyes stink of 
Filth; body stinks like a copse; huge pit stinks of 

Faeces; vulva stinks like carcass. Even mat* stinks of 

Semen and woman’s exudation. 

Is it for love of such women that my heart languishes? 32 


e It is customary even among the rich to give the bridal couple a mat to sleep on. 


Fleeting like ghost, falling flat like a corpse, 
Eating like a dog, retreating like a fox, 
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Treating women like mothers, humbly conci- 
liating all as kin, the enlightened remain a child, you see. 33 


What boots it to wear the Sacred-ash? What of Sacred Bath? 
What is the use of chanting Vedic mantras seven crores? 

You never learnt to alter births, but wander forth like one 
Who, being in the river, fails to find the way to shores! 34 


Still you seek riches! Haven’t you learnt from observation 

Filth breeds germs at the root of every hair, and 

When the unhealthy body is burnt it becomes 

Then the dancing ground for ghosts? 35 


Unchiseled Wheel, Mantras unchanted, 

Flower untouched by others, water undrawn, 

Linga unconcealed , unmeditating Heart, 

Pooja unhindered; are these not the ones 

Our Mentor commended? 36 


Who’d weep for termites dropping from dung-cakes? 

Life leaves the egg even as it entered, quietly. 

Why weep as though you’d suffered much in life? 

Praise Shiva’’s Lordship, and He will keep you from hardships.37 


Occasion: The poet sang these lines to comfort the people who were mourning over a 
still-born baby. 


Besides desire for Shiva-worship, love and relation 

With devotees, what else is useful? Brahma’s creation 

Of wife, life and family bonds are all equal to 

Earthen wares broken with sticks; so keep aloof! 38 


Treasure-house of Pride; granary of Wrath; citadel of 
Reigning arrogance; hall of Untruth; lustful 
Pleasure-palace whose tall walls appal even foes; 

Myself a tattered-cloth; how can I discipline Self and gain 
wisdom?39 


Least do you know of yourself; nor would you 

List the words of men who have self-knowledge; 

Hasting neither to hold fast Lord Guru, nor submitting 
Wasting yourself you are in whore’s company, oh fond heart!40 
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How many towns, mothers and homes I had seen till now! 
Whene’er called by different names at once I replied ‘Ay’ 
Never would you care to relieve me from all cares. 

Are these, Ekamba, your divine pastime? 41 


Mother wearied of her Self; ill-fated I wearied of legs; 

Thither, creator wearied of his hands; oh Lord Shiva 

Gracing Iruppaiyur* ! brace and prevent me from em- 

bracing a mother’s womb once again. 42 


Ere the Lord of Death* visits, ere eyes become purblind 

Ere milk overflows your mouth** ere relations wail your death, 
Ere people cremate your corpse —chant the name of 

Lord Shiva seated at Coutrallum.*** 43 


e Yama is the God of Death 

** Hindus feed milk to the dying; and if it is not swallowed it confirms the death of the 
person. 

** A town in Tamil Nadu famous for its water-fall 


Take heart, oh woman bedecked in blooming flowers! 

Gone is the man who sought for you — if you still think of 
Mating me I'll kick you on your hip; 

Seek should I, kick me back as hard. 44 


Occasion: Once Pattinathar, over-powered by sensual feelings, looked intently on a 
woman. Before she could come back to him his heart underwent a change, and he sent 
her away with these words. 


Fat I will if food is brought to my 

Seat with loving heart! —Invite me home in 

Earnest, yet I won’t go, even though 

Leanest my body should grow, oh Lord, I won’t go. 45 


Lured by the nine-mouthed leathern bag* 

You daily hankered, oh heart, even after 

Having seen the vultures go a-hopping, cawing, clawing, 
Cleaving, rapping, chopping the rotten human carcass. 46 


* Reference to human body — a woman here. 

Crave you to be reborn, oh heart, after 

Having seen dead ones, who once lived like kings, 
Being stripped of clinging loin-cloth, and tipped and 


Flung to roll on already-burnt fore-wood? 47 


A conch at first feeds us with milk* 
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The second conch leads to wedlock with women** 
The self-same conch bids us farewell*** 
Is that all the worth of the life we lived? 48 


° Until recent times, babies were fed milk, 

using conch-shells. It is still in vogue as a ritual when a baby is fed for the first time. 

** The custom of sounding at wedding is no longer in practice. But the conch was 
regarded as one of the honours and privileges accorded to kings, gods and very important 


persons, and often extended to the dead. 
***T this day, conch is sounded at the funeral. 


Are not the tabernacles, Souls had had in conjunction 

To be eaten away by dust? Let’s cling to the feet of God 

And rise to the place beyond all night and days 

And live in heavenly abode. 49 


How many had poked the pit, how many fondled the breasts, 
How many had plucked the lips! In the world which always 
Speaks falsehood, flee the faithless women, and 

Seek to save yourself. 50 


Living is a lie; leaving, the truth; so 

Give no one offence . While we believe 

So big a belly as this to be ours, 

Dogs, foxes, ghosts and vultures claim it’s theirs. 51 


She bathes in the evening, beautifies herself with turmeric 
Spends the night sleepless, conceives, begets a son. 

Rears hims and names him - what would she do 

if he becomes insane? 52 


I don’t worship chiseled stone-icons or those made 

of mortar or brass free of dross, but keep within 

Lord’s feet of burnished gold at heart as Reality 

and I swear I don’t seek after anything else. 53 
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